“Selling Out the Usual Characters”:Sant－o Ky－oden\u27s Laughing Matter by Charles Cabell
“Selling Out the Usual Characters”:Sant－o
Ky－oden's Laughing Matter
著者 Charles Cabell
雑誌名 dialogos
号 15
ページ 33-48
発行年 2015-02-28
URL http://id.nii.ac.jp/1060/00007600/
Creative Commons : 表示 - 非営利 - 改変禁止
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/deed.ja
33
“Selling Out the Usual Characters”: 
Sant－o Ky－oden's Laughing Matter
Charles Cabell
　　In the second year of Kansei (1791), the writer Santo¯ Kyo¯den (1762-1816) 
suddenly found himself manacled for fifty days, punished for the publication of 
three sharebon that differed little from numerous previously published works 
(Maeda 198). Despite setting the works in the distant past and selling them 
inside a package on which was written, “Educational Picture Books,” Kyo¯den 
had fallen victim to the Kansei Reforms passed the previous year, specifically 
an edict banning the publication of erotic materials. The works in question 
were judged to “depict figures of wanton courtesans.” In addition to Kyo¯den's 
imprisonment, Tsutaya, the publishing house that had urged him to write the 
works, saw half of its assets confiscated. Kyo¯den never wrote another sharebon 
(Araki 195).
　　Though the authorities nominally imprisoned Kyo¯den for the licentious 
nature of the works, the actual aim of the reforms was to “keep intellectuals 
from diverging from the path of orthodoxy” (Keene 409). The Kansei Reforms, 
as can vividly be seen in the case of Kyo¯den, effectively halted the production 
of gesaku fiction based on the culture of Yoshiwara, the pleasure quarter. In 
retrospect, critics often cite the Kansei Reforms as a borderline separating 
earlier gesaku from those that follow. The question remains, why were the 
authorities threatened by writers who insisted on the frivolous, juvenile contents 
of their works? The lack of serious intent in gesaku, whose name means "playful 
composition," has, especially by an earlier generation of Japanese and American 
critics, been given as the reason the genre does not warrant serious study. 
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Yet these seemingly innocent works sufficiently provoked the government of 
Matsudaira Sadanobu to bring about their banishment. 
　　In an interesting twist in the history of literary criticism, Kyo¯den, though 
unable to fool the Bakufu (the name of the military regime) of his day, succeeded 
in convincing several generations of literary specialists that his writing 
was innocuous and trivial. In this paper, after brief ly tracing the history of 
kusazo¯shi, I examine Kyo¯den's “Gozonji no Shobaimono” (Selling Out the Usual 
Characters), the kibyo¯shi that catapulted the young writer/illustrator into fame, 
in an attempt to discover in this early work the menacing creature which would 
threaten the Bakufu and which still lurks somewhere within these small, non-
serious pamphlets long disparaged by critics.
　　Kusazo¯shi (sometimes viewed as predecessors of manga or Japanese 
comic books, characterized by large drawings whose blank spaces originally 
were filled with Chinese script, but which evolved to include a large degree of 
hiragana.) compromise over 60% of all the literature published in Japan before 
the Meiji period (1868-1912) (Hisamatsu 751). The first picture books, most 
prominent during Kyo¯ho¯ (1716-35), had red covers and were called akahon, 
or red books. Primarily children's literature, red books were popular partially 
because they employed folk tales and were easily understood by the poorly 
educated population. Red books resembled modern television in that the audience 
did not need any prior knowledge or a high degree of literacy to enjoy them. By 
the time of Entei (1744-47), kurohon (black books) employing popular slang 
appeared and began to treat more adult-oriented themes including local legends, 
war tales, biographies of warrior heroes, ghost tales, love stories, jo¯ruri puppet 
theater, and kabuki. Blue books (whose color was actually light green) appeared 
around the same time. At first there was little difference in content, but as Black 
books relied more and more on military tales, blue books incorporated tales of 
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romance and passion. As tastes changed, black books fell into decline so that, 
from Meiwa (1764 – 1771) to the start of An’ei (1772-1781), blue books reigned 
supreme among kusazo¯shi (Hisamatsu 757-807) . 
　　At about the same time, sharebon (books of wit and fashion based on 
the culture of the pleasure quarter Yoshiwara) began to be published in Edo. 
Sharebon, which were influenced by Chinese erotic literature, were originally 
called “To¯bon Shitate” or “books of Chinese design,” and imitated Chinese titles. 
First written in Chinese script, sharebon gradually shifted to Japanese kana. One 
of the first sharebon was "Yu¯shi Ho¯gen," which appeared in Meiwa 7 (1770). 
Featuring a charlatan tsu¯jin (connoisseur of Yoshiwara) taking a quiet youth on 
a tour of the brothels, the text employed colloquial dialog and introduced readers 
to the atmosphere of the quarter (Araki 190-195). 
　The evolution of blue books and the emergence of sharebon took place during 
the eras Ho¯reki, Meiwa, An’ei and Tenmei (1751-1788) known collectively as 
the Tanuma Period. During the first year of Ho¯reki, the Sho¯gun Yoshimune 
died and Tanuma Okitsugu seized power. Under the rule of Tanuma, merchants 
who had suffered under the earlier Kyo¯ho¯ Reforms again flourished, sparking a 
resurgence in Edo culture (Araki 190-195). This connection linking authority, 
economics and literature provided the central theme of Kyo¯den's “Selling Out.”
　　Critics refer to works before the publishing of Kinkin Sensei's "Eiga no 
Yume" in An’ei 4 (1775) as aohon (blue books), and those after as kibyo¯shi (yellow 
covers), though such a distinction did not exist at the time the works were 
published (Hence, critics refer to Kyo¯den's works as kibyo¯shi while the author 
himself calls them blue books). This distinction was first established by Kyokutei 
Bakin and has been honored by Japanese critics ever since. While earlier picture 
books increasingly included elements aimed toward more mature audiences, the 
sophisticated word-play and themes of Kinkin Sensei heralded the arrival of the 
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first picture book unmistakably written for an adult audience, accounting for 
Bakin's new nomenclature (Nakamura 106-7). 
　　Santo¯ Kyo¯den was born in 1762 as Iwase Samuru, the eldest son of a pawn 
broker. Raised in Ginza, Kyo¯den published “Selling Out” at the age of 22. During 
his lifetime, he wrote approximately 300 kibyo¯shi. In Tenmei 5 (1785), he also 
began to write sharebon, for which he became equally famous. He possessed 
an intimate knowledge of the pleasure quarter, a knowledge to which his two 
marriages attest, both of which were to Yoshiwara courtesans (Araki 195-203). 
　　Kyo¯den's kibyo¯shi, “Selling Out the Usual Characters,” personifies various 
types of texts competing with each other in the nascent book market of Edo. 
As a text which deals with economic competition among texts while it, as a 
commodity, in fact competes with other literary merchandise, “Selling Out” 
presents an intriguing example of a work that undermines the fictional realm in 
which it purportedly operates. Rather than draw the reader into a realistic world 
of fantasy, the text constantly reminds the reader of its existence as a commodity 
and of the reader's role as a consumer. In the perpetual debate between critics 
who insist on assessing literary works solely according to a purportedly intrinsic 
artistic value, and those who emphasize market forces that affect the creation and 
content of cultural productions, the critical attitude expressed in this text falls 
squarely in the latter camp.
　　In the introductory remarks, the author appears on a stage and gives his 
immediate motivation for creating (producing) the text. He hopes to win the 
favor of the reader/consumer and so, upon experiencing an interesting dream, he 
runs to the publishers to turn it to profit. Soon, readers realize that, while writing 
the text that he hopes to sell, the author has fallen asleep dreaming the very text 
that he is composing. The story-time, as a consequence, constantly prohibits 
readers from interpreting the text as a realistic work. The writer/actor on stage 
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tells readers/viewers about a story he is going to write, the story the reader has 
already begun to read. After the writer falls asleep, the text appears to write itself 
as the writer dreams it and the reader reads it. The completed work insists that it 
is not a completed work, that it is yet to be written, that it is being dreamed, that 
the conclusion pre-dates the beginning. 
　　Such contradictions as the reader reading a text that claims not to be written 
create the paradoxical effect of making the work both more and less realistic. 
Through its negation of its own possibility, the text at times leaves the realm of 
fiction and becomes a story about the telling/selling of a story to readers. The 
text constantly reminds readers, “You have just bought a story, which is fiction, a 
story in competition with other stories to gain your interest.” The text affirms its 
reality as a commercial cultural product. The story comprises a game in which 
the introducing character pretends to be the author while the reader pretends that 
the work has yet to be written. The opening line imitates the opening of a Noh 
play as the frame depicts the author of the text dressed in the theatrical robes of 
the Kyo¯gen actor. Thus, the text also invites the reader to view it as drama being 
produced as the reader reads.
　　In the second frame, the author has fallen asleep and begun to dream the 
text of the page being read. In the dream, Yomihon (Young Adult Reader), of 
the publishing house Hachimonji emerges from a book bundle and goes to visit 
Ko¯zei-Covered Picture Book in the book stalls of Yanagibara in Edo. Both books 
discuss their recent decline due to the rising popularity of Blue Book, suggesting 
the multi-layered quality of the unfolding story.
　　Yomihon emerges from the same publisher where the author rushed in 
the preceding frame to introduce the text to the reader, the author drawn, not 
coincidentally, with a book bundle at his side. Yomihon visits a book market 
where original readers may very well have found themselves, having just 
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bought the book. The ensuing discussion between Yomihon and Ko¯zei Picture 
Book concerns the main –though yet to be introduced on stage– character Blue 
Book the name of the genre the reader is reading. Hence, not only is the author 
a character in a drama that is not a drama, the text itself is a character. Yet, as 
this passage also reminds the reader, the text also exists as a recently purchased 
commodity, one of the usual characters alluded to in the title.
　　The idea of concentric circles may best represent the way in which the 
text operates on different levels of reality. The writer/producer/character/actor 
appears in the smallest introductory circle as an actor of Kyo¯gen. The drama 
exists within the circle of the text. The text, too, as a character, exists within 
the circle of the text. The text, as a commodity, exists in the reader's hands. The 
reader, as one of the forces that shape the book market of Edo, which the text 
treats, lives within the text. The knowledge of the reader can be expected to 
encompass the culture of the floating world that surrounds the story. As readers 
progress, the text constantly moves them from one level to another taking them 
along in an intriguing board-game created by Kyo¯den.
　　The plot of the dream revolves around an attempt by some books from 
Osaka, along with some old-fashioned books of Edo, to do something to reverse 
the growing prosperity of the stylishly clever Blue Book and revive their former 
success. As shown by the brief history above, the plot reflects actual shifts in 
popularity that were occurring when the story was written. The text rather self-
explains this shift in economic circumstances as an obvious reflection of the 
inferiority of the books that are suffering poor sales.
　　“Selling Out,” as most kibyo¯shi, revolves around the officially ill-reputed 
worlds of the theatre and the pleasure quarter. Not only is the book about shifts 
in economic fortune of competing genres, it also comprises a love story between 
One-page Print and Column Hanging. Their romance is played out against the 
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backdrop of the quarter, and much of their dialog consists in imitating the stage. 
The text manifests its explicit claim that  Blue Book (the character in the story)/
blue books (the genre) is/are stylish, creative and able to captivate their readers.
　　The text serves as an apologia for a new, alternative literary aesthetic that 
has developed in concert with the economic changes described in the story. The 
plot separates genres originating in western Japan and older Edo genres from the 
new fashionable genres of Edo (Tokyo). Yet another category appears. Tale of 
Genji and Tang Poetry Anthology alone can solve the dispute between the books. 
The older books, as should proper classics in any cannon, rise above the petty 
disputes of the day, chiding the young upstarts for their disputes and reminding 
them that the rise and fall of prosperity is something that exists within the heart. 
Their classic speech appeals to the books to put aside their conflicts, yet as Blue 
Book reminds readers in his single, brief comment in the passage, the world 
of those who reside upon a pedestal is altogether removed from his (and their) 
worldly concerns.
　　Tale of Genji was not written as a commodity, and Murasaki Shikibu's 
wellbeing did not depend on its success. Santo¯ Kyo¯den, however, belonged to 
Japan's first generation of professional writers. Prosperity was not a thing of the 
heart, but of the book stalls where his books competed with others. The socio-
economic forces that helped determine the aesthetic vision of Genji had changed. 
Interestingly, the text/character Genji, in punning on several of the chapters 
that comprise him, mentions that the world is a floating bridge of dreams. His 
use of ukiyo (浮世), the floating world, reminds the reader of the alternate ways 
of writing uki (憂 き, sorrowful) and of the gap between the inherited aesthetic 
of the classics and the contemporary aesthetic of blue books. Within the Tale 
of Genji, the term is used with Buddhist connotations of gloom, the transient, 
melancholy world to which one must not become attached. For Blue Book, and 
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others in the cultural world of Edo merchants, because the world is transient and 
floating, one must live it up while one can, staying abreast of the ever-changing 
fashions of the quarter, which functions as the cultural center of society, just as 
the court did in the Heian period (794-1185) when the Tale of Genji was written. 
The significance of ukiyo in the merchant aesthetic was early defined in Asai 
Ryoi's Tales of the Floating World (1661) as “living for the moment, enjoying 
wine, women, and song, and, in general, drifting with the current of life ‘like a 
gourd floating downstream’” (as summarized by Hibbit 11).
　　The development of ukiyo culture centered on the pleasure quarters 
encompasses a penchant for conspicuous consumption— a taste for the gaudy, 
and an unabashed ostentation curbed only by government edict; the use of 
economics to measure success or artistic worth and the concept of art as a 
profession and commodity; the elevation of play accompanied by a determination 
to live for the day; the veneration of the pursuit of money; irreverence toward 
everything to the degree permitted; and the glorification of sex and passion 
(Hibbit 23-35).
　　The new aesthetic of the quarter and the literature that surrounded it also 
necessitated a new terminology to describe the new ideals of artists, literature, 
and connoisseurs. As the terms, aware and okashi abound in classical texts, 
as yu¯gen was employed by Zeami to define the sublime in Noh, as wabi and 
sabi characterize the austere qualities sought in the tea ceremony; the artists 
of kibyo¯shi and sharebon infuse their works with ugachi (ana-sagashi), tsu¯ 
(daitsu¯, to¯rimono), and iki (sui). Though the nuances of the terms vary, tsu¯ 
and iki connote a detailed, thorough knowledge of the latest fashions of the 
quarter based on personal experience. Ugachi, on the other hand, refers to one's 
adroitness in revealing the aspects of society and human relationships that lie 
hidden beneath the surface. The success of most writers of kibyo¯shi and sharebon 
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depended on their demonstration of such knowledge as could only be obtained 
by frequent visits to the quarter. One of the primary reasons readers sought these 
works was to keep abreast of the changes and avoid the embarrassing mistakes 
committed by the uninitiated. A popular theme was that of the merchant with 
newly acquired wealth, the inexperienced youth, or the ignorant samurai entering 
into the quarter and trying to pass himself off as tsu¯, but only succeeding in 
being ridiculed as a yabo¯, the uncouth country bumpkin who represented the 
opposite of the ideal. Terms such as tsu¯ and iki went beyond a mere knowledge of 
trends, however, to extend to an intuitive insight into the proper way to behave, 
especially toward courtesans. To complicate matters, true tsu¯, like many admired 
Japanese qualities, was not to be advertised or expostulated but hidden within 
and only subtly revealed by the aptness of one's speech, behavior, or writing. 
Such terminology formed the cornerstones of the ukiyo world where commoners 
could escape from the discrimination and pressures of feudal society. Money 
allowed a mobility within the quarter that was forbidden elsewhere. The terms 
reveal a fascination with the ever further investigation of human relationships, 
relationships that could be formed in the quarter as nowhere else.
　　Even among merchants and within the quarter, however, the rise of this new 
aesthetic did not replace the seemingly opposing virtues of the warrior, monk, 
scholar, and aristocrat. Rather, the two contradictory forces existed side by side, 
the f lamboyant merchant paying to improve his calligraphy or learn the Tea 
Ceremony, the courtesan renowned for her intimate knowledge of the classics, 
the men who stopped off at the temple on their way to and from the brothel.
　　Kyo¯den, in “Selling Out,” outlines changing economic forces while 
simultaneously defining and manifesting the new aesthetics that are created. By 
way of a definition of the ideal, Kyo¯den opens Frame Three with a description of 
blue book's qualities: 
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Today’s blue book, making no division between high and low, delights 
the eyes of all beholders. Clever in his compliments, with attitude as his 
essence, he searches out the nooks and crannies of our times with a slight 
touch of poetic frivolity. His thick scalp of flowing attributes shows no signs 
of balding. For whiling away the boredom of a drizzling rain, he rivals the 
exquisite pleasure of roasted nuts. Esteemed women and children readers 
are strongly attracted to him. Confronted with the techniques of the latest 
edition, they bedevil their hearts to grasp such novelty.
In “Selling Out,” the successful Blue Book reveals an intricate familiarity with 
the quarter and the latest fashions (in the above quote, “attitude” is given for iki). 
In contrast, the ‘kofu¯’ (antiquated) Red Book and Black Book are brought to the 
brink of ruin precisely because of their lack of such understanding. As the text 
informs the reader that they are out of date, they are shown wearing robes of a 
previous era. In order to reign supreme in the floating world, Kyo¯den reminds 
us, one must stay atop the constant change. One must equally possess the touch 
of poetic wit that requires at least a cursory knowledge of the classics. Just as 
Blue Book's fashion sense separates him from the backward Red and Black, 
his popular appeal, “not distinguishing between high and low,” separates him 
from writings aligned with the Confucian ethics promoted by the Tokugawa 
government. In the textual world of Blue Book, people are categorized not 
according to the official status categories of warrior, farmer, artisan and 
merchant, but into two simple groups: those who have iki and those who wish 
they did. 
　　“Selling Out,” in a brief 30 frames, provides a remarkably comprehensive 
overview of the ukiyo aesthetic that characterized merchant culture, which 
developed with the emergence of enormous urban centers during the Tokugawa 
period. The connection of economics with art becomes apparent from the 
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opening paragraph when, Kyo¯den, the fictional character, goes to the publisher 
to verify the (monetary) worth of his first dream of the New Year. The story 
constantly justifies the decline in sales of one genre during the meteoric rise of 
another in aesthetic terms. Older books and those from Osaka simply lack iki and 
thus, naturally experience bad sales. High sales reflect high quality. When Blue 
Book gathers other local books to discuss story plots, the discussion makes clear 
that the most interesting books have sold the best, confirming the market as the 
ultimate judge of literary quality. Hence, it is no surprise that, in the conclusion 
of the text, the successful rehabilitation of the warped characters of Black Book 
and Red Book is demonstrated by a resurgence in sales.
　　The capitalist aesthetic of the age goes hand in hand with an unmistakable 
frivolity. A vigil at Blue Book's place, an occasion that would seem to call for 
prayer and purification, instead becomes a time for feasting, chatting, and, of 
course, word-play. In addition to plotting, the activities of the characters are 
taken up in romances with women of the quarter, women who rather than wait in 
obscure, dilapidated houses for a noble prince to discover them— as   in classical 
tales— go after the men they desire, flirting and clinging to them as “a poor man 
to a pawn-broker.” Genji and the Tang Poetry Anthology come onto the scene 
having just emerged from a brothel known for the erudition of its courtesans. The 
quarter is thus shown to be a place where centuries of aristocratic refinement 
run smack into erotic pleasure and parody. In the conclusion, correcting the 
faulty perspectives of Black Book and Red Book requires not solemn reflection, 
or, heaven forbid, a return to Confucian values, but merely the use of a ruler to 
straighten out their warped characters, a punishment meted out with devilish 
pleasure by the other books. 
　　Further signs of flouting Confucian values may be seen in the manner in 
which One-Print and Column Hanging become muddled in the antics of romance 
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while Blue Book pursues the taunting Brocade Printcess. If the qualities admired 
by Blue Book appear to ignore or oppose Confucian ethics, the woman whose 
affection he seeks similarly manifest the social and artistic ideals of the pleasure 
quarter. Brocade prints (nishikie) at the time of the story represented a popular, 
recent development in wood block printing which relied on a lavish use of color. 
Brocade Printcess appears in Kyo¯den’s text as a beautiful courtesan flanked 
by two attendants and a flock of admiring men. She and Blue Book manifest 
respectively the feminine and masculine ideals of the Yoshiwara, their insincere 
banter a lesson in fashionable courtship. As a courtesan, she immediately 
assesses a man's use to her and responds according to her needs of the moment. 
He in turn may quote a line or two from the latest theatre as a way of revealing 
his wit and knowledge of current events. Column Hanging and One-Sheet 
Print also find romance in accordance with Yoshiwara standards. One-sheet 
print refers to an engraving that depicted popular actors of the day, whereas 
column hanging was a long, narrow print presenting the figures of beautiful 
women and actors. In “Selling Out,” both characters quickly plunge into the 
histrionics of romance. Column Hanging, after delivering a lengthy soliloquy in 
which she declares unfading love, makes as if to cut off a finger as proof of the 
depths of her passion. Not to be out done, One-Page Print declares that his love 
would remain steadfast even if a knife were run down his spine and his faces 
rearranged. Rather than be moved, Column Hanging asks whether he is giving 
her the real picture. Not only do such exchanges reveal a radically alternative 
ideal of behavior in the quarter, they also point to a startling degree of equality 
and ambiguity. The romances stem from infatuation, sparked by superficial 
attraction. The apparently vacuous exchanges actually reveal the participants' 
knowledge of quarter norms and fashion.
　　The exchanges also provide the writer with an opportunity to uncover the 
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hidden cracks in society, to display, in other words, “ugachi.” The reader learns 
the rules while laughing at the game. To succeed, one must learn to play with 
words while intuiting the reality that lies underneath, concealed and manipulated. 
For every manipulator introduced in the “Selling Out” is a corresponding gullible 
text ready to be exposed. Ko¯zei Picture Book easily co-opts Red Book and Black 
Book who lack the cunning to see through such maneuvers. Take Off on The 
Hundred Poets Anthology, as a parody himself, understands that all words are 
driven by one plot or another, and uses his knowledge to advantage. Otsu Picture 
deceives the naive Tiny Book. Red Book gulls the youth One-Page Print with 
equal ease. Even the worldly Blue Book has no inkling that his popular success 
has driven a wedge between him and the local books in decline. The one who 
ultimately clues him in is not Eight Divination Signs for a Generation of Men 
and Women, but Detailed Guide to the Pleasure Quarter. In the new world of the 
merchant, it seems, an understanding of the hidden movement of courtesans, and 
of how actions and thoughts move under the cloud of words proves superior to a 
knowledge of the workings of fate and the gods. When Genji, just emerging from 
a brothel himself, tells readers that fashion does not matter and that going to 
brothels is a vain endeavor, he delivers and manifests the scarcely hidden moral 
of the story– that one should pay lip service to respected traditions and ideals 
while enjoying oneself to the fullest. Kyo¯den mirrors Genji in concluding a 
story that reveals the allure of Yoshiwara with this sermon ostensibly dissuading 
people from frequenting courtesans.
　　Kyo¯den teaches a lesson of language, a lesson possible in the world of the 
quarter, the world of kibyo¯shi and sharebon. Just in case the reader has not 
learned to suspect language from the multi-layered structure of a story that 
claims not to be written, Kyo¯den provides a host of characters who do nothing 
but play with words and the contradictions they conceal and reveal. Kyo¯den 
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freely mocks humankind in its pomp and contradiction. He winks at us, the 
esteemed children readers, as if to say “First of all, don't listen to a thing I 
say. Second, don't visit this fascinating world.” The danger of Kyo¯den's ugachi 
cutting deeper and deeper into the body of human behavior is that sooner or later 
he must inevitably hit a raw nerve.
　　The story of the competing books begins when the author falls asleep, and 
the world of dream, the world of the Yoshiwara begins. The reader leaves the 
Confucian confines of the bakufu and enters into a world of possibility. What 
separates Blue Book from the other locals is not the color of his cover, but the 
character of his contents (or the contents of his characters). In this early example 
of a private enterprise zone, the son of a merchant can rise to the ranks of a great 
tsu¯jin (connoisseur) as does Kyo¯den, or plummet from popularity, swept by the 
winds of fashion, as do the writers of black books and red books. Precisely this 
ambiguity drives the humor behind many sharebon and kibyo¯shi. Kyo¯den, in 
pointing up this ambiguity, must have threatened the autocratic government. 
His works leave the reader suspicious not only of his words, but of language. 
The work teaches the attentive reader to look for contradiction and manipulation 
behind pronouncements. Kyo¯den plays with the possibility that anyone, even one 
who claims the authority of a Toyo professor, may turn out to be nothing more 
than a yabo¯, or pea-pushing bumpkin. The suspicion that those who rank highest 
in the outside world would probably rank lowest in the latest guide to the quarter 
can only incite rebellion on one level or another.
　　The shortness of the work, the incessant jokes and parody, and the absurdity 
of the plot all invite the reader not to take the writing seriously, to merely join 
in the general play of the quarter. As a consequence, a generation of Japanese 
and western critics alike, whose concepts of serious literature did not allow 
playfulness (despite a similar use of punning found in Shakespeare and much 
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of Japanese classical poetry), were quick to dismiss any possibility of literary 
merit in gesaku fiction, especially in the comic book-like kibyo¯shi (Keene 401-
404). A recent generation of critics, while re-discovering the merits of research 
into popular culture, have, not coincidentally, re-evaluated the “best-sellers” of 
the Genroku era to conclude along with Kyo¯den that economic success by itself 
may indeed bestow a degree of worth, and that a jovial tone or a “pornographic” 
theme need not automatically exclude an entire genre from consideration. Even 
in a playful work such as the one in question, one can find an apologia for a new 
aesthetic based on the Yoshiwara, an open manipulation of literary conventions 
in which the reader's participation is invited, and an explicit connection drawn 
between economics and art, a connection long absent from literary criticism.
　　To dismiss a playful work such as “Selling Out” as non-serious creates 
a false dichotomy. The constant joking and reiteration that the work is 
insignificant, written for children, serves as armor protecting the author from 
scrutiny by authority. On another level, the text thumbs its nose at the other 
half of the world, the side of serious authority and the language that enwraps 
it. The Tokugawa regime could not forever allow works that emphasized the 
manipulative function of language and exposed the social contradictions such 
language concealed. The humor of these works depended on the existence of an 
autonomous realm outside of the power of the Bakufu, a land where a samurai, 
or pompous pedant, could be exposed as a blustering fool. Such humor burst the 
balloon of Confucian sobriety. In disparaging this literature, early modern critics 
shared a common ground with the contemporary authorities demonstrating 
once again that those engaged in “serious” endeavors of power wrapped in lofty 
rhetoric, whether political or literary, past or present, do not easily suffer the 
mocking, deflating jests of clowns.
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